which begins with the fundamental insight that "black economic empowerment is impossible in the long run without a complete shift in the pattern of ownership, the expansion of the rights of labor, and the democratization of the relations of production within U.S. society" ("History" 85).
Marable's formulation leans heavily on the Marxist tradition, but we should be careful not simply to equate transformationism with Marxism. The relationship between black liberation movements and Marxist/socialist movements has been and still is complex, and often antagonistic.2 African American transformationist thinkers such as Cornel West, bell hooks, and Audre Lorde often emphasize questions of ethics, culture, and gender that tend to fall into the background of many Marxist analyses. But rather than get bogged down in the distinctions between black transformationism and various Marxisms, let us focus on the underlying dynamic that unites these traditions and clearly separates them from more mainstream liberal strategies. The most important element that transformationism takes from Marxism is an emphasis on sweeping and fundamental change. Unlike integrationist strategies, which seek to expand participation in current arrangements, or nationalist strategies, which seek to replicate current arrangements, transformationist strategies look to create new and different institutions, traditions, and practices. The focus is macro rather than micro, global rather than local. Thus, an NAACP-led civil rights movement that tries to integrate more African Americans into schools, corporations, and elected office, or the Nation of Islam's attempts to create and expand black capitalism, are not transformationist activities. In terms of broad strategic goals, transformationist groups like the National Black United Front or the Black Liberation Army have much more in common with the Democratic Socialists of America or the Socialist Workers Party than they do with the NAACP or the Nation of Islam.
Another crucial fact that separates black transformationist politics from integrationist or nationalist groups is its virtual absence from what passes for political debate in the mainstream U.S. What we call the "radical" black or feminist movements of the 1960s have been successful only insofar as they have fallen back to mostly integrationist positions. For example, over the last thirty years large numbers of women have found positions as both students and professors in U.S. universities that remain solidly patriarchal, racist, capitalist institutions. The U.S. mainstream actively works to exclude transformationist analysis, especially from African Americans. Patricia Williams, in her book The Alchemy of Race and Rights, describes the two ways that black expression is heard:
For blacks, describing needs has been a dismal failure as political activity. It has succeeded only as a literary achievement. The history of our need is certainly moving enough to have been called poetry, oratory, epic entertainment-but it has never been treated by white institutions as the statement of a political priority. (I don't mean to undervalue the liberating power for blacks of such poetry, oratory and epic; my concern is the degree to which it has been compartmentalized by the larger culture as something other than political expression.) Some of our greatest politicians have been forced to become ministers or blues singers. Even white descriptions of "the blues" tend to remove the daily hunger and hurt from need and abstract it into a mood. And whoever would legislate against depression? Particularly something as rich, soulful, and sonorously productive as black expression....
But from blacks, stark statistical statements of need are heard as strident, discordant, and unharmonious. Heard not as political but only against the backdrop of their erstwhile musicality, they are again abstracted to mood and angry sounds. The studio blaxploitation pictures were popular with black audiences, but it is a stretch to suggest that they represented what African Americans wanted. As McCall points out, movies of any kind with black heroes were rare in 1972. Unlike the situation in the U.S. popular music industry, African Americans had played little or no role in the deployment and control of black images in U.S. film. In the 1970s, there was no cinema equivalent of Motown or the long tradition of U.S. Jazz. The Seventies blaxploitation explosion is roughly equivalent to the early part of the century when white record companies began to record and market "race" records. The means of production and distribution were (and still are) so completely in white hands that, while aspects of the result may have appealed to black consumers, we can also be pretty sure that the notion of "what they wanted" came to us heavily mediated. This mediation arcs across the relationship between Van Peebles's Sweetback and the studio blaxploitation pictures. As Manthia Diawara has pointed out, Black independent cinema, from Oscar Micheaux through Van Peebles to Spike Lee, has generated the "themes and narrative forms" that "mainstream cinema constantly feeds on" (4). Hollywood blaxploitation feeds heavily on the juiciest pieces of Sweetback, but, as with most mainstream appropriations of black culture, it leaves the undigestable revolutionary morsels behind.
After a series of frustrating experiences with major studios, Van Peebles chose to write, direct, star in, produce, score, and arrange for the distribution of his story of a sex performer's evolution into a black militant. Sweetback is significant not only for its status as a blaxploitation originator and its blackcontrolled production, but also for its use of While Sweetback does contain the regressive sex, violence, and misogyny that would come to characterize future blaxploitation films, it also has progressive doses of solidarity and consciousness raising that set it apart from its successors. The plot turns on Sweetback eschewing his identity as a cynical sex show stud who goes along to get along with the police. After standing idly by while two cops beat a black revolutionary, Sweetback is suddenly galvanized into action, turning and beating the cops and rescuing the revolutionary. This leads to an extended chase, where we see a variety of instances of police brutality directed against black people intercut with scenes of Sweetback coming to understand his former exploitation and colonization. The film ends with Sweetback, like Youngblood Priest, having outwitted white power, but not simply for personal economic gain and material comfort. Sweetbacks opening credits list "The Black Community" as its primary star, and throughout the movie we see working and underclass blacks providing solace and aid to Sweetback as he runs from the cops. This kind of solidarity stands in stark opposition to the lone-wolf maneuvers of Priest, whose moment of comfort and rest comes with his white mistress in a penthouse apartment high above the ghetto.
The Superfly influenced the style, thinking, and choices that a lot of young black men began making around that time. I know it deeply affected me. I came out of that movie more convinced than ever that the white man and I were like oil and water: We didn't mix. My partner Shell Shock was on the same wavelength.
He started thinking that maybe there was a future in dealing drugs. A few weeks after we saw the movie, we were sitting around at his place getting wasted when Shell Shock outlined his game plan, which was essentially a scaled-down version of the plan Priest had devised in the movie. "I know I can do it, man. Most of the white folks that got money did something illegal to get it. Look at how the Kennedys got started. They bootlegged liquor during the depression, then went legit. Now they millionaires! All I gotta do is make enough money to start my own business, then I can quit the drug game."
It was shortsighted, far-fetched fantasy for sure. against a rich white guy in a convertible) , and the cop who strangles Radio Raheem is portrayed as a frightened young man whose adrenalin gets the best of him. Lacking a convenient villain, and unless we want to resort to the standard mainstream idiocy of describing the violence as "random" or "unmotivated," we must look for explanations in the larger forces of colonization and economic imperialism.
In many of his discussions of Do the Right Thing, Lee makes it clear that he wants us to see the film in these larger terms. In his production journal, Lee writes that the movie is about the black underclass in Bed-Stuy, a community that has some of the highest unemployment, infant mortality, and drug related homicides in New York City. We're talking about people who live in the bowels of the social-economic system, but still live with dignity and humor. Although Gates feels that Do the Right Thing is not incendiary, he still allows for the possibility that a movie could cause "social problems in the hot summer." Thus the terms for the debate are tightly drawn. We may disagree about whether or not Do the Right Thing will spark riots, but we must always understand that it could. Rather than rejecting such terms, like that "radical" and potentially irresponsible young filmmaker Spike Lee, we should take the view of his sympathetic but more "reasonable" critics like Gates. And we are left to make judgments about the kind of questions Mitchell and Christensen debate: Did Mookie do the right thing? Is Sal a racist at heart? Will that Malcolm X quote lead volatile black people to torch theatres across America? As long as this is the focus of the discussion, serious consideration of the conditions that create the consequences we see at the end of Do the Right Thing will never take place.
A more subtle but equally effective way to divert transformationist discussion of the film is to critique it on the basis of aesthetics. In this effort, mainstream reviewers can employ a received formalist vocabulary of "art" that has trickled down from academia as the dominant critical discourse in the U.S. in the twentieth century. Juan This same familiar set of assumptions lies behind the review of Do the Right Thing in The New Yorker, the magazine to which most good liberals look for the final word on the current cinema. In "Open and Shut," Terrence Rafferty offers an even-handed, purring refinement of the aesthetic dismissal:
In form, "Do the Right Thing" is a multi-character, portrait-of-a-community movie. When this sort of picture is done skillfully, it can be exhilarating: Renoir's "The Crime of Monsieur Lange," Altman's "McCabe and Mrs. Miller," and Scorcese's "Mean Streets" come to mind. The pleasure of community movies is their open-endedness, the (relative) freedom they allow us to observe the particulars of relationships in small, self-contained social units; they seem unusually responsive to the ambiguity and variety of experience. For long stretches, Lee's movie is enjoyable in this way. Characters are introduced, and while we wait to find out what they'll have to do with each other we can take in an abundance of atmospheric details-the lack of airconditioning in the apartments, the way the sunlight looks sort of hopeful at the beginning of the day and then turns mean, the street wardrobe of Tshirts, bicycle shorts, and pristine Nikes-and listen to the casual speech of the neighborhood's residents, learn to hear in its varied rhythms how people who have lived too close for too long express their irritation and their affection. As we get our bearings, the movie has an easy colloquial vivacity, and a sensational look. The superb cinematographer Ernest Dickerson (who has worked on all Lee's movies) gives the images a daring, Hawaiian-shirt glare: if the light were just a touch brighter, the colors a shade bolder, we'd have to turn away, but Dickerson somehow makes these clashing sensations seem harmonious. Lee's script seems to be trying to do something similar, but, despite its ingenuity, it doesn't succeed. As the long, sticky day goes on and the exchanges between the characters get edgier, nastier, more elaborately insulting, we begin to feel something ominous creeping in, which at the time we may take to be our realization that racial violence is inevitable, but which later on we may identify as our intuition of a different kind of disharmony-the jarring incongruity of Lee Rafferty sets the standards for formal judgment by putting Lee in a tradition of white filmmakers who make similar collage movies-showing us that deep down all communities are the same, that a slice of any life will resonate with any other. He goes on to praise the movie's easy use of this form, the way it draws its disparate elements toward harmony. But as soon as we begin to be drawn to the "realization that racial violence is inevitable," Rafferty pulls us back, making sure that we know that our heightened response is not due to the representation of a social inevitability, but just an artistic mistake on Lee's part.
Several times Rafferty invokes Martin Scorcese to let us know that he isn't squeamish about violence, but he is careful to make sure that we recognize the proper sources of violence: [Lee's] model is clearly the Scorcese of "Mean Streets" and "Taxi Driver," but in Scorcese's films the final bursts of violence are generated entirely from within, from the complex internal dynamics of the communities and individuals we've been watching. Lee's climax only seems to have that sort of terrible inevitability.
In order to believe it and to find the characters' behavior in these disturbing scenes wholly comprehensible, we have to accept a proposition that's external to the terms of the movie, an abstract notion of the kind that no movie can truly demonstrate: that we're all bigots under the skin. (80) Proper movie violence is always the product of individual psychology or "internal" community pathology. If we need a "proposition that's external" to understand either the violence or the community, then we're watching a movie that's neither whole nor comprehensible. And if we insist on paying attention to these externals, Rafferty makes sure to draw us to the wrong one: the "abstract notion" of individual racial bigotry rather than the systematic creation and perpetuation of a permanent underclass that drives the events in the movie. When he does talk about the economic source of the riot, Rafferty is dismissive, telling us that "lashing out at Sal because he's white and owns a business and is therefore a representative of the racist power structure ... is a woefully imprecise image of fighting the power" (80). Riots do tend to be woefully imprecise, but they are generally not random or unmotivated.
Perhaps Rafferty feels that it would be more consistent with the internal dynamics of the community if Buggin Out and Radio Raheem were to lead the crowd across the Brooklyn Bridge and down to Wall Street to fight the real power. This desire for a surrealistic but more precise ending would be pretty ironic, given the critical hue and cry about Lee All the talk about Bed-Stuy and drugs must have struck the same middleclass nerve that led Lee to write in his production journal: "I'm still deciding whether to include some stuff about drugs. Not to acknowledge that drugs exist might be a serious omission in the film. The drug epidemic is worse than the plague" (Morrison 25). If drugs were a serious omission from Do the Right Thing, then Lee certainly made up for it in Jungle Fever. Given Lee's always active engagement with his critics, it is easy to see Gator as a direct response to the reception of Do the Right Thing. Just in case we don't get it, signs reading "drugs" and "crack" float around Samuel L. Jackson's name in Jungle Fever's opening credits. The critical consensus is that Jackson's portrayal of Gator is the best thing about the film, a judgment that has as much to do with the way that Gator fulfills mainstream expectations as it does with Jackson's performance. In Jungle Fever Lee capitulated to those critics who felt that any portrayal of an African American community must include scores of drug addicts, replacing Buggin Out, Radio Raheem, and Mookie with Gator, his girlfriend Vivian, and a "Taj Mahal" full of addicts whose only concern is to "suck on that glass dick." These people frighten and repulse Flipper at the same time that they reassure the mainstream critical establishment that its decadent, stoned vision of the black community is the correct one. Juxtaposing Flipper, the successful, educated professional, with his brother Gator, who steals from his own parents to buy drugs, confirms the prevailing talk show notion that the inner-city drug problem is strictly one of personal character and choice. Unlike Do the Right Thing, Jungle Fever does nothing to make us question the structural causes of the drug epidemic.
Ultimately, Jungle Fever allows Lee to do the same thing that Nathan McCall does-make peace with the corporate power structure while maintaining a veneer of militant dissent. Lee 
